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Human origins and the factors influencing our evolution are fundamental to understanding our past, reflecting on our present, and determining our future. The seminal work of Charles Darwin provided evidence for a natural process of evolution, and an explanation for the immense abundance of species on earth; it also opened the way for study on the origin of humans.
In his book Human Origins: How Diet, Climate and Landscape Shaped Us, Compton includes a vast amount of information in support of the influence of the environment on the formation of life and evolutionary processes, as well as the associated physical traits, diet and behaviour of species. Tied to these are detailed discussions on DNA and genetics, hominin evolution and the most likely area in Africa that was the birthplace of modern humans (Homo sapiens). Compton also delivers a sobering reminder of the effects modern humans have had, and continue to have, on the environment, and where we may be in the future.
This book is comprehensive and the content is reflective of the author's more than 20 years in academia, knowledge of geology and location within South Africa. Compton covers a large range of subject matters in an easily understandable manner, and the arguments, explanations and evidence are well presented. The addition of figures, including photographs of fossils, further assist the reader by providing appropriate visual examples of explanations in the text. However, there are a number of areas where expansion of the subject matter would have provided clarity, and ensured that the reader is aware of the different interpretations of anthropological, archaeological and palaeoclimate studies. Human Origins is a great starting point for understanding evolution and the complexity of climate-environment-animal-human interactions; it should also entice the reader to expand their knowledge on the topics covered in the book.
Starting at the very beginning, Compton guides us from the Big Bang to the evolution of life on earth. The first two chapters are engaging, with a description of earth's formation, early geological and atmospheric processes, the appearance of life, and the perilous journey of evolution. Devoting these first chapters to pre-human origins is effective, as this background information is fundamental to understanding the evolutionary processes discussed later in the text.
The majority of Human Origins is dedicated to the journey from our earliest ancestors to Homo sapiens as the dominant species living on earth today. Compton delves into the myriad factors that are posited to have influenced the development of modern humans, including those stipulated in the title (diet, climate and landscape), as well as social and behavioural aspects. There is a particular focus on Africa, and for good reason: Africa has fossils of multiple hominin species, in addition to archaeological artefacts that demonstrate the adoption and progression of fire and tool use, as well as cultural development. Furthermore, Africa is, by consensus and supported by genetic studies, considered to be the birthplace of H. sapiens.
It is difficult to amalgamate large amounts of scientific information and Compton must be commended for doing so. However, there are areas in Human Origins that would benefit from the addition of more information; here follow some examples. Dating is vital for matching climate, environment and fossils, and placing them at key points in time; yet, there is a curious lack of discussion about the methods used to provide the dates presented. Also noted is the brief coverage of East Africa in the context of the discussion on isolation hypothesis/allopatric speciation, which is proposed as a major driver in H. sapiens emergence. While it is certainly true that the complexity of climate and environmental variation in Central and East Africa during glacial/interglacial periods makes the interpretation of isolated areas here difficult (which Compton acknowledges), the important hominin fossil sites in East Africa warrant further examination. Finally, when discussing modern human expansion, Compton mentions that Aboriginal Australians, soon after their arrival in Australia, played an exclusive role in altering vegetation type and causing megafauna extinction. I submit that ongoing shifts in climate, in addition to natural fires, have not been discounted as significant influences on the Australian environment and biota at that time.
As a final point, evidence and scientific consensus on modern human origin and ancestral lineage is in constant flux. With each new fossil discovery and improvement in dating methods, the proposed phylogenetic tree changes; Compton himself makes the comment that interpretations are likely to change markedly over time. It is unfortunate that progress is somewhat hindered by a lack of adequately preserved fossils from key areas in Africa. Nevertheless, recently reported studies have included some momentous discoveries. Fossils from Jebel Irhoud in northern Africa are now reported to be the oldest known fossils of what is identified to be early H. sapiens, with a stated age of over 300 000 years.
1,2 Additionally, dating of the Homo naledi fossils from Rising Star Cave in South Africa indicates that these fossils are much younger than first thought, with an age range of ~230 000 to ~330 000 years.
3,4 These findings will undoubtedly lead to further discussion and scholarly debate on hominin interactions, lineage and movement within, and out of, Africa.
I would certainly recommend Human Origins as a valuable text to readers with an interest in, or studying, the origins of life, evolutionary processes, hominin phylogeny, and the history and impacts of H. sapiens. Compton has written a book with easily understandable content, which introduces the reader to vital concepts and hypotheses in evolution, and the importance of environmental factors on human origins. The reader should also take note of the suggested readings at the end of the book -there is a list of material to challenge even the most intrepid scholar -to continue their journey to understanding the many factors leading to us as the only remaining species of the Homo lineage.
